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The Journal of Peasant Studies: Its Origins 
and Some Reflections on the First Twenty 
Years 


T.J. BYRES 


I. THE CHANGING EDITORIAL PERSONNEL 


The first issue of the Journal of Peasant Studies was published in October 
1973, under the joint editorship of Charles Curwen, Teodor Shanin and 
myself. There was, at the outset, no Reviews Editor. The present editors 
— Henry Bernstein, Tom Brass and I — here present an Index of the first 
twenty volumes of its contents (Volumes 1-20, from October 1973 to July 
1993), to mark the twentieth anniversary of its founding. As the only 
remaining editor of the original three, it falls to me to trace the origins of 
the journal and consider, in the briefest compass, its progress over the 
first two decades of its existence. 

Teodor Shanin, one of the three founding editors, resigned in 1975. 
Charles Curwen and I edited it together, still without benefit of a Reviews 
Editor, until 1985. 

Charles Curwen’s resignation was announced in the July 1985 number, 
when his place as co-editor was taken by Henry Bernstein. At the same 
time, we were joined by Gautam Sen as Reviews Editor; and sub- 
sequently by Rob Turrell (from the October 1986 number). Those two 
were joint Reviews Editors until they were succeeded by Mick Reed and 
R.G. Tiedemann (from the October 1987 issue); and Mick Reed handed 
over to Graham Dyer from January 1990. Tom Brass joined Henry 
Bernstein and myself as a co-editor from the October 1990 issue (Vol.18, 
No.1). 

Throughout the journal’s existence, it has been well served by its 
various administrative editors at Frank Cass and Company. We were 
fortunate, at the very outset, to have the services of Jim Muir: a recent 
graduate, who had energy and imagination, and great good humour, and 
who had lately joined the Cass organisation. It was Jim Muir who 
suggested to us the distinctive JPS logo (taken from a Cuban poster). He 
left in 1975. His successors - Bev Brown, Katherine Levine, Helen 
Kennedy, Fiona Baird and Sarah Bourne — contributed greatly to the 
smooth running of the journal. 

The longest-serving administrative editor has been Lydia Linford. She 
joined in early 1985 and has been with us ever since. Her gentle 
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persistence, tact, understanding, and patience, allied to her editorial 
skills, have, quite simply, been invaluable. 


Il. THE PEASANTS SEMINAR AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE 
JOURNAL 


The immediate origins, and founding, of the journal are inextricably 
linked with the ‘Peasants’ seminar of the University of London, which 
Charles Curwen and I had started in January 1972, under the auspices of 
the then existing Centre of International and Area Studies of the Univer- 
sity of London. The Secretary of that Centre, Anthony Atmore, had 
welcomed the idea of such a seminar and gave us considerable financial, 
secretarial and administrative assistance. 

We also had the technical support of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies, where we were both then employed as Lecturers (Charles 
Curwen in History and myself in Economics): to allow us to record and 
prepare full transcripts of the discussion. The School, moreover, supplied 
seminar rooms, at a difficult time, when its new building was under 
construction. 

The ‘Peasants’ seminar had started with no long-term aim, and cer- 
tainly no journal was envisaged. Rather, we had in mind the exploration, 
possibly over a period of 15 months, of certain agrarian issues which we 
then saw to be important. The broad themes which we sought to consider 
were: peasantries and their social structures; the nature and logic of 
peasant agriculture; peasantries and their ‘moral communities’; and 
peasants and politics. Its early meetings were attended by people from a 
wide range of disciplines, and often in large numbers. There was, in the 
air, a general sense of issues that had to be addressed. There was, also, a 
tangible reaching for an analytical framework with which to approach 
them. If we were not quite groping in the dark, we did feel the need to get 
our intellectual bearings and to consider the concepts appropriate to our 
chosen tasks. It was a sign of the essentially exploratory nature of our 
endeavour that we were preoccupied with matters of definition. 

Our original plan was that the seminar might culminate in a final 
conference, in July 1973, and a conference volume. In the event, no such 
conference took place. Funding proved difficult. By May 1972, however, 
when the ‘Peasants’ seminar had acquired a perhaps unexpectedly rapid 
momentum and had generated considerable intellectual excitement, it 
had occurred to me that a journal was the logical outcome of what was 
emerging. 

It had become obvious that we were confronting an intellectual chal- 
lenge of major proportions. That challenge had two broad constituents. 
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First, here was a crucial area of enquiry, which, in the context of 
contemporary poor countries, was remarkably under-researched. A 
dismissive attitude, discernible in some academic quarters, needed to be 
countered (among certain economists, for example, the idea that anyone 
working on agriculture in poor countries was pursuing ‘cow dung 
economics’). Second, we perceived a need for a dynamic interdis- 
ciplinary, political economy approach, broadly-based but rigorous, to be 
developed in relation to contemporary conditions and issues. 

The seminar had quickly revealed a neglected set of issues, a host of 
unresolved questions, a ferment of ideas, and a burning contemporary 
relevance: all of which extended far beyond our original, rather limited 
intent. If the challenge were to be faced, then it seemed that there was a 
strong case for the discipline and focus of a journal. The experience of the 
seminar suggested both the desirability of a journal and the existence, to 
hand, of the means of creating and sustaining one. 

My co-chairman, Charles Curwen, concurred. We then approached 
Teodor Shanin, who had recently published both his Penguin reader, 
Peasants and Peasant Societies [Shanin, 1971], and his book, The 
Awkward Class [Shanin, 1972], and he agreed to join us as a co-editor. 
Frank Cass, already established in journal publishing, was most enthusi- 
astic. We planned the operation with some care, and, with Jim Muir’s 
considerable help, prepared copy to allow us to start in October 1973. 

At the first meeting of the Peasants seminar, on 19 January 1972, 
Claude Meillassoux had come from Paris to deliver a paper on ‘The Social 
Organisation of the Peasantry’. In the first number of the journal, that 
paper appeared as an article, along with two others which had been 
presented at the ‘Peasants’ seminar: Eric Hobsbawm’s ‘Peasants and 
Politics’ (presented on 9 February 1972); and Teodor Shanin’s ‘The 
Nature and Logic of the Peasant Economy’ (presented on 23 February 
1972). 

The ‘Peasants’ seminar continued, more or less uninterrupted, until 11 
March 1988. When the Centre of International and Area Studies closed, 
in 1980, the Institute of Commonwealth Studies became our hosts (from 
October 1980), and the ‘Peasants’ seminar met there until its final 
meeting. Its successive Directors, W.H. Morris-Jones and Shula Marks, 
were generous in their support. Charles Curwen had retired in 1987, and 
in the last year I had chaired it on my own. Heavy administrative duties, 
still operative as I write, then intervened to make this impossible. The 
seminar proved an invaluable and often exciting forum, in which the 
issues which have appeared in the journal were discussed intensively. The 
journal is its legacy. 

The ‘Peasants’ seminar served as a nutrient base for the journal, in at 
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least two senses. The first, as already indicated, was in providing, 
directly, a flow of papers for the journal (although relatively few of the 
papers presented were actually published in JPS). The second, less direct 
but no less important contribution, lay in identifying, through the papers 
presented and in its lively discussion, the central areas of controversy, the 
existing limits of our knowledge and understanding of agrarian issues, 
and where we needed to go from there. In the seminar, a major set of 
persistent questions recurred. To say that it performed a valuable 
function in identifying our major areas of ignorance is not a negative 
judgement, for from it a major agenda for research began to emerge. 
Often, papers were submitted to the journal by authors who had attended 
the seminar but had not presented a paper; or who had read some of the 
papers presented. 

The last paper presented was by Jairus Banaji, on 11 March 1988, on 
‘From Wage Labour to Social Labour: The Unfinished Revolution of 
Late Antiquity’. At that time, Jairus Banaji had only just embarked upon 
the research in question. The research is now completed, and we hope to 
publish a fully-researched version of that paper. 

If anyone were to ask me how best to initiate an academic journal, and 
sustain it (certainly in its initial years, but thereafter, too), I could give no 
better advice than to start a seminar of the kind described. It should have 
a clear agenda but seek to be undogmatic; it should have regular meetings 


and embrace a dedicated group of participants, prepared to pursue 
relevant issues relentlessly, reflectively and systematically; and it should 
be willing to trawl widely for its themes and its contributors. 


III. STIMULI AND INFLUENCES FROM THE 1960s 


Having noted the importance of the ‘Peasants’ seminar, it is worth 
recalling some of the stimuli and influences which, in the 1960s, had 
begun to force an agenda, and which we were responding to and seeking 
to develop in that seminar, as we started it. The JPS was one eventual 
outcome. 

Among the swirling intellectual currents and counter-currents, there 
was, first, a strong Marxist stream. Some of us had been powerfully 
influenced by the general theoretical framework provided by Marx and 
by his writing on agrarian issues; by the contributions of Engels, for 
example, his The Peasant War in Germany and ‘The Peasant Question in 
France and Germany’ [Engels, 1965; Engels, 1970] (indeed, the first 
Special Issue of the journal, in October 1975, edited by Janos Bak, was on 
The German Peasant War of 1525, and in it Engels’ ideas were subjected 
to scrutiny); and by Lenin’s writing on the agrarian question, and in 
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particular by his Development of Capitalism in Russia |Lenin, 1964]. 
There was an awareness of Lenin’s debates with the Narodniks, and of 
the issues raised therein, and an incipient realisation that these had 
contemporary echoes. There was a desire, moreover, to ask his questions 
of and apply his techniques to contemporary poor countries. The writings 
of Mao, including his analysis of rural China, were being read. Other 
Marxist writers, whose work had a bearing on the agrarian question, were 
influential: Rosa Luxemburg, Trotsky, Kautsky (somewhat vaguely, 
since his Die Agrarfrage had not been translated into English, and was not 
published in full in English until 1988 [Kautsky, 1988]). 

Certainly, a set of questions had crystallised out of the Marxist tradi- 
tion. It was by no means the only tradition represented by the early 
contributors to the ‘Peasants’ seminar, however. Other traditions were 
strongly present, and debate was joined. 

In 1966, three books were published which, in their different ways and 
to different degrees, were significant for the seminar, as it first unfolded. 
First there was Barrington Moore’s Social Origins of Dictatorship and 
Democracy. Lord and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World 
[Moore, 1966]. Second came A.V. Chayanov, The Theory of Peasant 
Economy, edited with loving scholarly care by Daniel Thorner, Basile 
Kerblay and R.E.F. Smith for the American Economic Association 
[Chayanov, 1966]: which included two major works by Chayanov, On the 
Theory of Non-Capitalist Economic Systems and Peasant Farm Organisa- 
tion, and an excellent account of Chayanov’s career and thinking. Third, 
Eric Wolf’s Peasants [Wolf, 1966] appeared. 

I recall the excitement created by those books, and the attempts to 
grapple with the issues they raised with such clarity and distinction. The 
publication of the first two books had a remarkable impact. They, to be 
sure, were critical in informing the agenda which the ‘Peasants’ seminar 
began to address, and which the JPS would take up. Eric Wolf's little 
book made less of a stir, but he was that unusual phenomenon: an 
anthropologist seeking the general rather than the particular, and doing 
so with style and incisiveness. Three years later, in 1969, and right out of 
the ferment created by the Vietnam War, another book by Eric Wolf, 
Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century, appeared, which was part of an 
important debate on which strata of the peasantry constituted a likely 
revolutionary force [Wolf, 1969]. The issues raised in these various books 
were the stuff of those early seminars. The first Editorial Advisory Board 
of the JPS included Daniel Thorner, R.E.F. Smith and Eric Wolf. 
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IV. THE JPS: ITS THEMES, PHILOSOPHY AND PREOCCUPATIONS 


The essential aim of JPS has been to apply the traditions of agrarian 
political economy to contemporary conditions and processes in the Third 
World. In so doing, it has followed a particular intellectual trajectory; 
and has created a tradition of its own, quite distinct from other 
approaches and theoretical projects. This is not the place for systematic 
reflection on a complex and contentious set of issues. It is something that 
the editors of JPS will write upon in future. Here some preliminary 
observations are offered. 

The first twenty years have seen us move from the initial excitement of 
entering relatively uncharted territory and from an early preoccupation 
with definitional issues (both obvious in the early meetings of the 
‘Peasants’ seminar and in the first issues of JPS) to a more settled 
position. Terra incognita has been transformed into a familiar terrain 
which we have ourselves settled and developed, as the journal has 
acquired a clear identity and a recognisable focus. This is the outcome of 
our continuing commitment to a broadly construed political economy, 
deployed within a Marxist framework. 

I would stress the great importance of JPS historical material and 
debates. This is not history for history’s sake. We have sought to explore 
the dialectic between past and present. The past illuminates the present, 
but the present, too, may cast light upon the past. Early contributions by, 
for example, Rodney Hilton, Brian Manning, Ranajit Guha and Cris- 
tobal Kay, and our first Special Issue, on the German Peasant War of 
1525, laid strong foundations. Subsequently, these were built upon with 
material on, for example, feudalism (and especially ‘non-European’ 
feudalism), sharecropping, Ottoman history, and on colonial economies 
(the recent Special Issue on plantations, as well as much else). We are 
proud of this corpus of work, and determined to carry it further. 

One of Barrington Moore’s contributions was to consider peasants 
within the broader systems and historical situations in which they exist. 
The JPS has consistently attempted to carry forward that tradition and to 
reach for an understanding of the role of peasants in political, economic 
and social transformation. 

From the beginning JPS has been a forum in which efforts have been 
made to uncover the complexities and intricacies of rural classes: of rural 
class formation, class consciousness, class action and alliances. That has 
been an abiding theme of the first twenty years of the /PS. It continues to 
be of central importance. 

I have mentioned Marxism. Chayanov, of course, was the great 
representative of quite another tradition: one opposed to Marxism and 
usefully categorised as neo-populism. In the Marxist tradition, there is 
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central emphasis upon social differentiation of the peasantry. Chayanov 
had a very different view of the peasantry, emphasising cohesiveness and 
homogeneity, rather than its tendencies to differentiate into classes; and 
harmony rather than the antagonism in its relationships. Chayanov has 
received considerable attention in the pages of JPS. We were pleased, 
indeed, to be able to publish, in 1977, for the first time in English, in a 
Special Issue of the journal (the second), edited by R.E.F. Smith, 
Chayanov’s novel The Journey of my Brother Alexei to the Land of 
Peasant Utopia. If much of that attention to Chayanov (and his legacy) 
has been critical, then that is a recognition of, and a response to, the 
power and distinctiveness of his writing and his considerable contem- 
porary appeal. The debate is by no means over. It will continue as long as 
peasantries exist to a significant extent. 

The JPS, in seeking to advance the political economy of agrarian 
change, has attempted to embrace both the theoretical and the empirical, 
and to encompass interdisciplinary areas of study, rigorously pursued. It 
has catered for economists, historians (including historians of art), 
anthropologists, political scientists, geographers and sociologists, as well 
as literary scholars. It has sought wide regional coverage, has addressed 
contemporary themes, and has a very broad historical range. 

We are delighted to have been able to explore novels, paintings, plays, 
and song in our pages. As one of our distinguished contributors put it, 
with respect to peasant crisis, ‘there can be great writers, songsters and 
photographers [and, one might add, painters] who are able to show it like 
it is’ [Craig, 1974: 67]. ‘Greatness’ assuredly helps, but, in this area, the 
historical record can be enriched, too, by less well-known expressions of 
popular culture and creativity. 

At the outset, we gave emphasis to a section which appeared in the first 
issue: Peasants Speak. It is one of our disappointments that, although we 
have published some illuminating contributions under this heading, 
including treatment of peasant song (especially in the earlier issues), this 
has not been as successful in attracting material as we had hoped. We 
continue to believe in the potential importance of Peasants Speak; and 
began to revive it in Volume 20, with two contributions (an interview with 
Chico Mendes in Vol.20, No.1; and a piece by Charles van Onselen in 
Vol.20, No.3). We are hopeful that the next twenty volumes will carry a 
rich variety of such material. 

From the beginning, we have had a regular Peasant Movements slot, 
since we wished to identify and understand the nature of peasant protest, 
rebellion, struggle, and resistance. Readers of the journal will realise the 
wealth of material we have published on this. Users of the Index should 
find it a valuable guide to that material. 
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We have had regular Special Issues (with appropriate guest-editors, 
where necessary), in which important topics, with a scope beyond that of 
the individual article, are considered in depth. The editors view the 
Special Issues as a distinctive and major contribution. Their range and 
richness have been considerable. A list of Special Issues may be seen 
before the Index. As I write, a double Special Issue on The New Farmers’ 
Movements in India is being prepared for Volume 21. 

The JPS has a comprehensive reviews section, and frequently carries 
review articles. We have encouraged the writing of review articles, in 
which scholars can pursue an important issue at greater length than they 
would be able to in a regular book review. The results are often 
stimulating, revealing and distinguished. 

However unfashionable a commitment to Marxist political economy 
may seem to some at the moment, we uphold and seek to advance it. I 
also trust that our early determination to avoid dogmatism and sec- 
tarianism and to maintain the highest intellectual standards has been 
successful. We offer the body of work contained in these first twenty 
volumes, with whatever blemishes it contains, as testimony to the power 
and illumination of Marxist political economy and of those principles of 
engaged and rigorous scholarship which we have sought to pursue. 
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User’s Guide to the Index 


HENRY BERNSTEIN 


Every contribution to Volumes 1-20 of the Journal is contained in the 
consecutively numbered list that runs through sections A-H of the index: 
a total of 1,113 items. Sections A-H are 


A Articles 
Review Articles 
Peasant Movements 


Peasants Speak 


Debate, Discussion, Notes, Comments, Memoranda 


Obituaries 


B 
Cc 
D 
E Concepts and Terms 
F 
G 
H 


Books Reviewed 


Within each section, entries are listed in alphabetical order of authors’ 
names. Numbers in Section H are used for entries in Section I (Book 
Reviewers); likewise numbers in Sections A-G are used for entries in 
Section J (Subject Index) on which more is said below. 


The titles of Sections A-H are those under which different kinds of 
contributions have appeared in the Journal, although Section F amal- 
gamates contributions that have appeared under several different head- 
ings in the Journal, not always consistently. However, all entries in 
Section F are responses to, and exchanges about, articles and other 
contributions to the Journal. It should also be noted that Section D 
(Peasant Movements) does not include all material published in the 
Journal on this subject area. However, the subject index enables readers 
to track articles and debates about peasant political action. 
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We have placed Review Articles (B) immediately after Articles (A), as 
review articles that make important substantive contributions in their 
own right are a significant feature of the Journal. 


THE SUBJECT INDEX 


The subject index aims to facilitate users’ access to the rich and diverse 
material contained in Volumes 1-20 of the Journal. Excluding book 
reviews (other than in Review Articles), other contributions to the 
Journal are included in the subject index, that is, items listed and 
numbered in Sections A-G. 


There are two main types of headings in the subject index: thematic and 
country and regional headings and subheadings. Thematic headings have 
a subheading ‘general’, where appropriate, that lists items containing 
general theoretical arguments or are of a broad historical/geographical 
scope. 


Geographical designations in headings and subheadings caused certain 
difficulties, in terms of names of countries and regions (both sub- and 
supra-national). The principal means employed to resolve these diffi- 
culties are as follows: 


(i) A decision was made not to use sub-national headings or sub- 
headings (e.g. Bengal, Java, Sicily). The only exception is ‘Prussia/ 
Prussian path’ because of its distinctive theoretical status estab- 
lished by Lenin. Otherwise, readers will find sub-national specifica- 
tions in the titles of articles, or by referring to the Journal. 


Contemporary names of colonial territories (e.g. Ceylon, Malaya, 
Tanganyika) are often used in subheadings, but not in country 
headings in the subject index which use only current names of 
countries (thus Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Tanzania). 


‘South Asia’ is used as the main heading for items of varying geo- 
graphical scope that concern the Indian subcontinent in the pre- 
colonial and colonial periods. Items under this main heading are 
sometimes also entered under other subheadings (e.g. Ceylon, 
India). All items on Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri 
Lanka since independence are, of course, entered under those 
names. 


The use of other supra-national headings and/or subheadings (e.g. 
Africa, Asia, East Asia, Europe, Latin America) is limited to items 
that have a particular supra-national scope and focus, omitting 
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items with a national (or sub-national) focus that are entered under 
the names of countries. 


(v) Russia is used for imperial Russia up to 1917, and the USSR for 
items dealing with the period since 1917. The Journal has not (yet) 
published any material on post-Soviet Russia. 


Where feasible and useful, some country entries are subdivided by 
historical period, e.g. China (imperial, republican, communist) and 
Turkey (Ottoman, republican). 


A third category of subject index headings is the names of persons, 
whether important writers or historical actors, or both. A decision was 
made to exclude the names of living persons from the index. 


Virtually all items in Sections A-G are entered in the subject index at 
least twice, and some considerably more often. This, together with cross- 
referencing of thematic headings, will help users identify items relevant 
to their particular interests; entries by country and region under thematic 


headings will also be particularly helpful to users with a comparative 
interest. 


ORGANISATION OF THE SUBJECT INDEX: SOME OBSERVATIONS 


Constructing the index proved to be a major intellectual commitment, a 
task of mutual debate and clarification, and a labour of love (and 
sometimes desperation), by the three editors of the Journal. In short, it 
was anything but an exercise in the mechanical listing and assembly of 
‘key words’, and inevitably it involved certain trade-offs and com- 
promises. Users may be interested in some explanation of the rationale of 
organisation of the subject index in its final version, as it appears below. 

Determining the selection and designation of thematic headings was 
the most basic and difficult aspect of our work. Accuracy in terms of 
authors’ objectives, conceptual approaches and language, was, neces- 
sarily, one guiding principle. The challenge was to assemble and relate, 
within a coherent framework for users of the subject index, entries on a 
vast range of topics from a variety of perspectives. 

Together with this principle and challenge, the index is also shaped by 
constraints on detail and length presented by considerations of user- 
friendliness. The final version is considerably shorter, and also more 
tightly organised, than our earlier drafts. For example, the index now has 
seven headings with the prefix ‘peasant(s)’, consolidated from an original 
list of 26 headings! 

Some users may be struck by the fact that certain headings contain only 
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cross-references, for example, ‘agrarian question’ and ‘imperialism’. Our 
reasoning was that some thematic headings are so generic that they 
became excessively inclusive. The safety net here, as with decisions made 
on other subject headings, is that the constituent elements of such generic 
themes are specified and accommodated in other headings used, as well 
as by careful cross-referencing. So, for example, ‘agrarian question’ can 
be pursued by reference to ‘agrarian capitalism’, ‘modes of production’, 
‘peasant differentiation’, ‘rural class formation/structure’ ‘socialism/ 
socialist development’, ‘transition to capitalism’, and so on. 

A similar rationale applies to the selection of items entered, especially 
under theoretically strategic headings or the subheading ‘general’. Thus 
entries under ‘capitalism’ in ‘modes of production’, for example, are 
restricted to items which contain substantial and significant theoretical 
discussion, rather than all items which refer to capitalism. The latter 
procedure would have inflated the number of entries in a way that 
obstructs, rather than facilitates, practical use of the subject index. 

Beyond these comments, explanation of several specific headings may 
be useful. ‘Comparative history’ refers to items centred on an explicit 
comparison of paths of historical development. The heading ‘historio- 
graphy’ (which again, without care, could be easily inflated) contains 
items addressing important theoretical debates about historical forma- 
tions and paths of change; items here are entered by thematic subhead- 
ings. 

These brief comments illustrate that constructing the subject index 
entailed many decisions, and some compromises, of different kinds. It is 
unlikely that all contributors to, and readers of, the Journal will agree 
with the outcome in all cases, notably where the editors of the Journal 
have exercised their judgment, and no doubt their biases as well. Readers 
may also encounter persistent minor errors or anomalies that escaped 
detection, despite our efforts over 15 months and those of our highly 
committed (and extremely patient and tenacious) assistants in this 
project, Edward Lahiff and Gill Peace. 

That said, we trust that the subject index provides a coherent frame- 
work without imposing a gratuitously uniform imprint on the richness and 
range of the material published in the first twenty volumes of the Journal, 


and that it will help users engage with that material in developing their 
own ideas. 
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